This article engages with a major paradox in African American tap dancer Bill 'Bojangles'
2
In 1935 musical Hooray for Love, a character played by Bill 'Bojangles' Robinson (1878 -1949 , one of Hollywood's first black screen stars, declares, 'it's all the way you look at it, you know' to describe his surroundings. This statement is a fitting description of the nature of Robinson's cinematic representation, which can be read both as a historical allusion to blackface performance and as an artistic signification on contemporary racial discourses. Summing up the art of African American collagist Romare Bearden, writer Ralph Ellison (1958, 696) highlights two important points: first, that the works express the 'distortions' and 'paradoxes' of African American history; second, that they articulate 'a vision in which the socially grotesque conceals a tragic beauty', thereby complicating a crude surface image with a humanising, but often unrecognised, undertone. Artistic and genre differences notwithstanding, this synopsis provides a helpful introduction to Robinson's cinematic image. For, in a film career defined by a fixed racial iconography, Robinson's roles are filled with ambiguity. They can be read concurrently as capitulations and challenges to an occlusive racial order, not least because they give expression to a series of virtuosic tap performances that literally 'dance' within their racially subjugating and demeaning cinematic frameworks. At the same time that Robinson's roles are restricted to subservient characterisations and segregated from their films' white stars, they also represent expressions of an individual and ultimately self-referential bodily display enacted through dance.
This essay will investigate Robinson's performances in Dixiana (1930) and
Hooray for Love (1935) to examine their complexities within an otherwise straitening field of racist representations and cinematic segregation, and consequently their potential for manifold readings. In Dixiana, Robinson's first film, the performer is positioned as a dutiful enslaved man in an exoticised display 3 of racial subservience and innate musicality: he features in the film as an apparently happy labourer whose purpose it is to clean thrones prior to an enthronement ceremony, a role that facilitates a seemingly spontaneous tap dance.
Dislocated from the main action, desexualised by physical isolation and reduced to a single, three-and-a-half-minute performance number, the fact that Robinson has no spoken lines dehumanises him further. He can be read as an embodiment of racial 'otherness' and cultural exclusion, his performance an example of what Donald Bogle (1973, 35) describes as 'the blackface fixation', a common trait of 1930s African American performances in which the actor 'presents for mass consumption black life as seen through the eyes of white artists', thereby becoming 'a black man in blackface'. Distanced from human interaction in a film that upholds a romanticised vision of the antebellum South, Robinson evokes an original purpose of minstrelsy, which was to objectify black culture for the amusement of white audiences.
And yet, other readings are possible. I contend that Robinson creates a performance that may also be read as a subversive play on the minstrel image and a challenge to the film's racial codes. At the beginning of the scene, Robinson emerges from a hiding place behind one of the thrones in a move that at once compounds his representational absence and cultural dislocation, whilst simultaneously deceiving audiences into perceiving a humble enslaved man. This provides Robinson with an unassuming starting ground from which to unsettle racial stereotyping with cerebral artistry. As such, and, as this essay will show, the dancer's performance embodies a dialectical interplay of cultural imagery that facilitates complex, even contradictory, interpretations. This essay examines a key form of cinematic marginalisation during the early sound era: the one-off performance, or 'specialty number', which featured African American musicians and dancers in short musical routines within otherwise all-white films. As Michele Wallace (1993, 265) notes, specialty numbers were 'designed to use Blacks in films without having to integrate them into the plot' so they 'could be cut out of the film when showing it in the South'.
The potential for excision reflected the wider policy of racial exclusion in the South, where the law mandated segregated movie houses and censors banned films in which blacks and whites were depicted as social equals. Cripps (1970, 128 & 121) Hollywood's early sound era revived the minstrel show, a genre widely confined to rural areas of the US in the first decades of the twentieth century (see Knight, 2002, 33-34) . In so doing, it reignited the persistent image of the blackface performer, which had succeeded in degrading and dehumanising African Americans in US popular culture. As Daniel J. Leab (1975, 8 ) has argued, minstrel
shows 'succeeded in fixing the black man in the American consciousness as a ludicrous figure supposedly born, as one show business history puts it, "hoofing on the levee to the strumming of banjos [emphasis added]"'. Fixing is the operative word here, because it underscores minstrelsy's function of ascribing 'racial' attributes onto African Americans to the extent that their identities were reduced to sport and play, as their bodies were objectified and their human complexities hidden behind a performance 'mask'. As Ellison (1958, 101 ) defined minstrelsy, it was a 'mask' whose 'function was to veil the humanity of Negroes thus reduced to a sign, and to repress the white audience's awareness of its moral identification with its own acts and with the human ambiguities pushed behind the mask'.
In the 1990s, however, scholars such as Eric Lott (1993) aesthetic that would become inherent components of jazz and tap dance, and which used innuendo to subvert racial codes at the same time that it challenged puritanical societal attitudes towards the body, which restricted human behaviours.
As Berndt Ostendorf (1982, 88) asserts, 'Minstrelsy may be said to have maintained in the midst of a culture of alienation an affirmative attitude toward the body, literally on the backs of Afro-America'.
As understood in this light, Robinson's film career is critically important, both for delineating the ways in which audiences interpret the meanings of African American cinematic performances, and for revealing the ways in which negative cultural frameworks can be -and have been -challenged. What is particularly significant about Robinson's career is that it encapsulates Ostendorf's (2000) notion of African American historical memory, which, he argues, is 'torn between the dual and alternating heritages of pathological ascription and celebratory achievement, between outside habits of racist ascription and the appreciative inside view, and between past significance and present meaning' (ibid., 218). According to dismiss such scenes as unequivocally racist. For example, Jim Pines (1975, 57) lists a host of African American performers only to note that, 'all were featured in "natural" roles providing consistent and dynamic entertainment in otherwise white movies; but they had no dramatic purpose apart from that'. For Pines, even in an example of significant re-evaluation of early African American cinema during the Century-]Fox musical to "take over" the film ' (ibid., 22) . He asserts that,
[i]n all likelihood … audiences flocked to these films more for the musical numbers than for the plot lines, and evidence indicates that the virtuoso talent of minority specialties often worked effectively to interrupt and supersede the white stars and the narrative trajectory (ibid., 3).
Griffin reads these scenes as sites of cinematic anarchism that displaced conventional racial hierarchies by providing a platform for performers such as
Robinson to display their superior technical artistry and thus to steal the attention from less talented white stars. They overcame positions of racial 'otherness' to become their films' most visually dominant and thus most memorable performers.
Although Griffin's reading does not allow for the transience of these scenes in relation to their overall film frameworks, it helps to uncover their cultural significance for 1930s African American movie audiences. Arthur Knight (2002, 20) argues that one of the dangers of downplaying the specialty number is that it 'may downplay a key mode of black reception'. Like Richard Dyer (1986, 5) , who suggests that the audience is part of the making of any image, he argues that film genres must be seen as 'a contest among variously interested producers, critics, and audiences' (Knight, 17 Guerrero (1993, 19) notes that these films reassured audiences through 'denial and escapism', which in turn 'functioned to contain and structure race relations'. The image that Robinson presents in this scene can therefore be read as a romantic display that adheres to Cripps's (1993, 4) notion of the early sound era African American performer as a 'conservative memory bank of a painless nostalgia'. Robinson performs an idealistic image of the past that obscures the abuses of slavery; his tap performance in this scene is apparently spontaneous -his actual role is to clean, not dance -which connects his image to racist notions of an innate musicality. Jacqui Malone (1996, 115) argues that 'Hollywood's tap dance sequences were usually staged in a way that made this difficult art form appear to be nothing more than spontaneous outbursts erupting from one's nature instead of one's culture', and thus a recourse to racist notions that African Americans were impulsive and childlike. By engaging in a seemingly impromptu performance,
Robinson's character's artistic talents can be perceived as innate, positioning him as an uninhibited and 'uncivilised', and therefore dehumanised, spectacle of fascination for white audiences.
The humanity of Robinson's performance is undermined further because, aside from being separated from the plot, he is segregated from the other characters in his only scene in the film. Robinson is positioned as an enslaved man who can only enjoy the pleasure of sitting on an ornamental throne as he stoops to clean it.
He is physically distanced from the film's porcelain-skinned female lead, the title character Dixiana (played by Bebe Daniels), who, despite being the film's main protagonist, notably never shares a scene with any of the film's many enslaved men and women. Robinson's performance therefore adheres strongly to the anti- Robinson performs an act of social misrule in this scene as he sits on a throne and situates himself as 'king'. The knowing smile that he gives to the film's audience as he does so positions him as both jovial minstrel and playful trickster contemplating a rebellious dance act while no-one is looking. The lack of an onscreen audience, which situates the sequence as playful and spontaneous, can also be read as a subtle subversion of social hierarchies that negates notions of mindless spontaneity. While Robinson must perform in this scene as a servant, he 15 throws away his feather duster halfway through the dance, thus appearing to refuse to work, and using tap performance defiantly to discard his allocated service role.
Robinson's self-reflexivity is key to the scene, which culminates in an elaborate tap dance down a giant flight of steps, a direct homage to his popular onstage stair dance. Haskins and Mitgang (1988, 99 & 225) York (Haskins and Mitgang, (214) (215) Hollywood, yet it is also a terrain of individual creativity, subtle subversion and seminal artistry.
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